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EILEAN MOR 
 
In shape and outline Eilean Mor approximates to the segment of an orange. It is 
about 180m long by 75m in maximum width, rising to over 3m above the level of 
the loch. Its total area is 7,100 sq m including the marsh, or alluvial tail, at its N 
(site east) end. All orientations given in the text which follows are in relation to the 
site grid unless otherwise stated.  
 
Illus 66 Eilean Mor contour plan. 
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Eilean Mor is formed from thin beds of Dalradian limestone, as little as 15cm at the 
SW tip of the island, where, as along the S shore, they can be seen to be 
interbedded with grey to grey-blue phyllites that contain cubes of iron pyrites. 
These phyllites appear to be highly cleaved while the more massive limestone 
exhibits tension cracks filled with calcite. The cliff face to the SE of the chapel 
represents the largest exposure of phyllite on the island. The dip of these flaggy 
limestones and shales is almost vertical and the beds are often very contorted. 
 
Eilean Mor has been enlarged through human occupation and the build up of 
marsh deposits. The NW pointing tail of the island consists of alluvium and 
represents the fine material reworked from the beach gravels that skirt part of the 
island. The prevailing SW winds in winter form waves powerful enough to wash the 
finer particles out of the beaches and deposit them in the lee of the island. This 
alluvial tail - `the Finlaggan Marsh’ – is described in considerable detail by Dr 
Cressey in a later section of this report. It is possible that the SW tip and S shore of 
the island have suffered considerable erosion from wind and waves since it was 
first occupied by humans. 
 
The S and SE shores of Eilean Mor are made up of cobbles and boulders with finer 
gravel and sand occurring in patches close to the shore near the SW tip. The gravel 
beds appear to have been used as spawning beds by the fish. Most of the gravel 
consists of limestone and phyllite with the pebbles exhibiting a more rectangular 
shape when compared with the gravel derived from the Port Askaig tillite and 
quartzite that form the beach on the opposite side of the tip of the island. Further 
E, the sheltered N shore is made up of sands and silts. 
 
A bathymetric survey of the loch around Eilean Mor carried out by the British 
Geological Survey in 1990 (Technical Report WB/90/32) demonstrated that the 
water adjacent to the island does not reach a great depth. Between it and the 
adjacent shores of the loch it is for the most part less than 1.53m (5ft) deep. To the 
S of the island is a gentle slope from the foreshore to a break of slope at a depth of 
2.43m (8ft) which is generally covered with cobbles and small boulders up to 60cm 
in size. Beyond, to the SW the loch attains a depth of 13.41m (44ft). 
 
SOIL FORMATION AND TYPE 
Eilean Mor is part of map unit 165. Illus. 78 shows the W facing section of a 
sondage excavated in 1994 in the NE corner of trench 19 in an area formerly given 
over to lazy beds. In terms of soil science this is a podsol with three main horizons, 
from top to bottom: A, B and C. The archaeological information on contexts is 
added to the following descriptions: 
  
 
Illus 78 
 
1. Dark brown silty loam, Munsell colour 7.5YR 3/2; roots abundant, fairly stone 
free but a band of small pebbles <2cm in places due to sorting below the roots. 
In archaeological terms this has been sub-divided into two layers, the upper 
[19001] being turf and topsoil, the lower [19140] representing a lazy-bed. 
2. B horizon, a compact very dark grey clay (10YR 3/1), over 70% small angular 
stones. This is 19146, separated from the overlying lazy-bed by a stone line 
[19003] representing the activity of earth worms. 
3. C horizon, dark yellowish brown (10YR 4/6) in colour, containing patches of red 
(2.5YR 4/8) mottled soil. Generally the soil matrix has a sandy gritty texture. 
Several large stones are present, as much as 17cm across. The composition is 
uniform throughout the profile. Towards the base there is a zone of dark 
brown/black (10YR 2/5) mottled concreted manganese stones. 
 
This information on soil formation and type was augmented by a series of 9 cores 
taken N-S across this area of lazy beds at 5m intervals in 1992, using an augur 
with a 20cm bit. The soil profiles all approximated to that just described from 
trench 19. There was no evidence in this area for re-deposited soil or deliberate 
dumping to make or extend the island. Instead the material appears to be 
predominantly of glacial derivation. The reduced grey – gleyed – B horizons suggest 
a fluctuating water table. Phosphate analyses indicates a high level (above 50%) of 
nutrient input, presumably due to manuring. 
 
FLORA AND FAUNA 
The island and its ruins are generally covered by grass, and there are reed beds 
(Phragmites Australis) along the N shore and in the channel separating the tip from 
the loch shore. Here also in summer water lilies grow. Table 2 lists the plants 
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growing on the island, being made on a single visit in August 1998 by Carol and 
Malcolm Ogilvie. The classification and nomenclature of Stace (1991) are used. 
Further visits spread through the flowering season would probably have greatly 
increased the number of species identified. 
 
Rats, toads and frogs have been observed on Eilean Mor but there are no traces of 
rabbits, moles or other burrowing mammals. No sheep, cattle or horses have been 
allowed to graze the island in recent memory. 
 
DESCRIPTION OF THE REMAINS 
Much of the island is covered with the ruins of structures. Prior to excavation it 
was thought that they represented a mix of medieval and later houses, many of 
dry-stone construction. Written sources did not provide any clear evidence for 
when occupation of the island ceased. Here we provide an overview of the man-
made structures on the island, using the lettering system employed in the Islay 
Inventory (RCAHMS 1984, 276). More detailed information on many of them is 
contained in the description of the excavations. See also table ** for a list with 
information on phasing and periods of construction and use. 
 
Eilean Mor     
Aug-89      
Plant Species     
Carol & Malcolm Ogilvie    
      
Common Name  Latin Name Gaelic Name 
White water-lily  Nymphaea alba Duilleag bhaite bhan 
Marsh-marigold  Caltha palustris Chorrach shod 
Creeping buttercup  Ranunculus repens Buigheag  
Common nettle  Urtica dioica Faenntag  
Ragged-robin  Lynchnis flos-cuculi Plur na cubhaig 
Common sorrel  Rumex acetosella Samh  
Docks spp  Rumex spp Copag copagach 
Meadowsweet  Filipendula ulmaria Chu chulainn 
Marsh cinquefoil  Potentilla palustris Cuig bhileach 
Tormentil   Potentilla erecta Learnhach 
Water avens  Geum rivale Machall coille 
Meadow vetchling  Lathyrus pratensis Peasair bhudhe 
Purple-loosestrife  Lythrum salicaria Lusna sith chainnt 
Hemlock water-dropwort Oenanthe crocata Fealla bog 
Wild angelica  Angelica sylvestris Lus nam buadha 
Hogweed   Heracleum sphondylium Finell sraide 
Marsh woundwort  Stachys palustris Lus nan sgor 
Yellow-rattle  Rhinanthus minor Modhalan bhudhe 
Lady's bedstraw  Galium verum Ruin  
Cleavers   Galium aparine Garbh lus  
Common valerian  Valeriana officinalis Carthen arraigh 
Creeping thistle  Cirsium arvense Aigheannach 
Common knapweed  Centaurea nigra Cnapan dubh 
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Smooth hawk's-beard Crepis capillaris Cluasluch  
Common ragwort  Senecio jacobaea Buadhlan buidhe 
Curled pondweed  Potamogeton crispus Luachair bhog 
Jointed rush  Juncus articulatus Bodan aoin 
Sharp-flowered rush  Juncus acutiflorus   
Soft-rush   Juncus effusus   
Compact rush  Juncus conglomeratus Cuilc chrann 
Common club-rush  Scirpus lacustris Cruach luachair 
Tufted hair-grass  Deschampsia cespitosa Ciob  
Reed canary-grass  Phalaris arundinacea   
Floating bur-reed  Sparganum angustifolium   
 
Table 2 Plants growing on Eilean Mor. 
The island is now approached by a wooden walkway along the edge of the 
Finlaggan Burn, and a bridge that crosses the shallow water, no more than a few 
metres wide, separating the tip of the alluvial tail from the loch shore. When the 
historian Isabel Grant visited in the early 1930s she formed the impression, no 
doubt aware of the similar views of an earlier antiquary (MacLagan 1898, 38), that 
Eilean Mor had been turned into an island by the cutting of a `wide, muddy ditch’ 
across the `partly artificial causeway’ or neck of the peninsula extending into the 
loch (Grant 1935, 403). It is not an improbable suggestion that as this end of the 
loch silted up Eilean Mor’s status as an island was enhanced in such a way, 
perhaps in an attempt by the landowner or tenant to preserve its natural beauty 
and significance. The first edition Ordnance Survey Map, clearly shows the stretch 
of water between the tip of the island and the lochside, more or less as it is now, 
and an earlier 19th-century visitor, the botanist, Balfour (1845, 23), has left a vivid 
account of how he had to wade through water four feet deep `at the place where the 
island can be reached’. If a channel was artificially cut it must have been prior to 
Balfour’s visit in 1844. There is, of course, no reason to doubt Eilean Mor’s 
integrity as a real island in medieval times.    
 
From the tip of the alluvial tail another wooden walkway crosses the marsh to the 
firmer ground of the island proper, separated by a turf covered bank, actually the 
support for a timber palisade. Just outside the turf bank where it bends from the 
NW shore of the island across the base of the alluvial tail is a low mound which 
excavation shows is the stub of a gate-tower. An earlier means of access is 
indicated by the remains of a stone causeway visible in the water off the N edge of 
the alluvial tail. From the end of the wooden walkway a modern path crosses an 
undulating area of old lazy beds before bifurcating, the left fork climbing to the 
chapel on the highest part of the island, the right extending down the length of the 
island to the tip opposite Eilean na Comhairle. 
 
The lazy-beds are contained within a triangular enclosure formed by the turf bank 
on two sides, but only partially on the third where its two ends disappear, one 
under house S, the other in enclosure W. They are in two groups, three or so 
aligned E-W with a length of about 18m separated from a larger group of eleven or 
twelve running SSW-NNE by a drainage ditch. They mostly have a length of about 
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27m and vary from about 3m to 4m from furrow to furrow. The lazy-beds cover an 
area of less than a third of the island (excluding the alluvial tale). Cut through 
them is a hole (Z) about 2.7m by 2.7m, identified by the Royal Commission as a 
well. The lazy-beds also extend across a rectangular enclosure (W) with an internal 
area of about 8m by 11m in the SE corner of the enclosure defined by a turf bank, 
two sides of which are part of the perimeter bank. It thus appears that W is earlier 
than the lazy-beds but Z is later. 
 
On the SE shore just below enclosure W are the foundations of a small rectangular 
structure (X) formerly reached by a path along the side of W. It is about 5m by 5m 
overall. 
 
The ground rises southwards from the lazy-beds to a low summit area with a burial 
ground and the ruins of a chapel (Q) oriented approximately true E-W. It is 
rectangular, 10.1m by 6.1m, with lime-mortared walls, and is one of only two 
upstanding ruined buildings on the island. Adjacent to it on the highest part of the 
island is a level, clear area, readily identified as a burial ground with a square 
stone base (R) which excavation in trench 1 has shown to be the plinth for a cross. 
On the sloping ground between the chapel and the lazy-beds are the turf-covered 
ruins of three buildings (T, U and V). Houses T and U have stone walls. House T is 
oval, about 9m by 6m overall with its entrance facing down slope. House U appears 
as a two-roomed structure about 15m by 5.5m but excavation of a small part of 
this structure in trench 7 suggests that the overall form is the result of a one-
roomed structure (U) adjacent to the shore partially overlying an earlier house 
(U.1). Structure V appears as an embanked hollow, 11m by 7m. 
 
Sitting over the top of the turf bank defining the W side of the enclosure are the 
turf covered ruins of a rectangular stone building (Y), 9m by 6.5m, and adjacent to 
it outside the enclosure, Y1, which appears like a small yard with a dyke enclosing 
it to the W. Excavation in trench 12 shows this last is the remains of an earlier 
building. 
 
From the chapel a ridge of higher ground extends westwards along the southern 
edge of the island to the other upstanding ruin, structure C, 7.3m by 6.4m, 
appearing as two gable ends of lime-mortared masonry. Between the chapel and 
building C is a group of turf-covered ruins, most prominently house F, 10.5m by 
7m, with opposed entrances in its long sides. Adjacent to F and probably 
contemporary with it is a small circular stone feature (G) which we now know 
overlies a medieval cobbled road. It is a kiln, diameter 4m, presumably for drying 
corn. Perhaps also of similar date is house S next to the chapel, of similar form to 
F, 8.5m by 6m.  
 
House F overlies two earlier houses, E and F1. Structures H and J are two 
rectangular houses, probably belonging with E and F1. Structure H is 12.5m by 
7.5m in overall size, and F1 and J presumably had similar dimensions. The Royal 
Commission label the space or passageway between C and E as D.  
 
Adjacent to the N gable of C are the ruins of a large rectangular building, structure 
A, its lime-mortared walls standing at most only a few courses high. Its size and 
plan, with a smaller chamber at one end, identifies it as the great hall, with an 
overall size of 18.6m by 8.8m. Structure B, attached to its S side, gives it an L-plan, 
but excavation in trench 11 demonstrates that B dates to a period when the hall 
was already in ruins. It has opposed entrances and is 9m by 6m. To the N of the 
hall there is a small boulder jetty projecting into the loch and alongside it the 
foundations of two structures, L, 12m by 6m, and K, 13m by 8.5m, at right angles 
to each other. Structure L misleadingly appears to have two rooms, the result of 
one house (L) being built partially over the ruins of an earlier one (L.1). Between the 
great hall, house K, Y1 and the ridge of higher ground is a relatively low flat area 
which we now know is the result of post-medieval agricultural activity. 
 
The end of the island to the W of the great hall is partitioned off by a lime-mortared 
wall, still partially standing several courses high. It shelters a complex of buildings 
identified by the Royal Commission as the probable residential quarters of the 
Lords of the Isles. The main structure is P, the foundations of a rectangular lime-
mortared building with an overall size of 11.5m by 6.8m. The construction of two 
later dry-stone houses, P.1 and P.2, within its ruins obscures the fact that it is 
probably another medieval hall. There are only vestigial remains of M and N, two 
rectangular houses built on to the back of the partition wall, but they are likely to 
be post-medieval like P.1 and P.2. The partition wall extends northwards on to the 
shore to form a narrow chamber (M1) and another wall also extends from the N 
wall of P on to the shore. Both perhaps had a defensive function. 
 
 
 
 
House Y 
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 Illus 67 
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TRENCHES 3, 18 AND THE LOCHSIDE – EILEAN MOR CAUSEWAY 
Trench 3, 10m x 10m, was positioned in 1990 to examine the bank enclosing an 
area of lazy beds. The trench extended inside the bank on to a cultivation ridge and 
to the exterior alongside a low circular mound supposed to be a collapsed tower or 
entrance – the gatehouse - at the terminus of the causeway leading to Eilean Mor 
from the loch-side. It is here described as if it were laid out with its long axis on an 
E-W line. The bank was fully sectioned and natural deposits underlying it were 
reached, but the E end of the trench was not fully excavated. Useful information 
was gathered on the bank and its use as a support for a palisade, but not enough 
was done to elucidate the history of the mound and its relationship to the 
causeway and alluvial tail. Thus it was decided to open up a larger area, 
contiguous with trench 3.  
 
 
Illus 68. A: location plan of trenches 3 and 18; B: survey of causeway from Eilean 
Mor to loch side. 
Trench 18 was excavated in 1994. It was positioned partly over the mound and 
partly in the alluvial tail. The trench when first laid out was about 7m E-W by 4m 
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N-S, its SW corner touching the position of the NE corner of trench 3. It was fairly 
soon extended E and S. At a later stage another area, 4m wide, was dug N towards 
the water’s edge, remaining separate from the main trench by a narrow baulk. 
Problems in excavating this extension and the E end of the main trench were 
presented by flooding in rainy weather, and a pump had to be used on several 
occasions. Nevertheless, all the main man-made features encountered were 
examined or sampled, and a survey was undertaken of the adjacent causeway. 
 
Illus 69 Plan of trenches 3 and 18. 
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 LATER AGRICULTURAL ACTIVITY 
To the interior of the bank agricultural activity by means of lazy beds is represented 
by 3016, grey, stoney clay, extending up the face of the bank and, therefore, being of 
more recent date than it. Of unknown date and significance are two truncated post-
holes [3038, 3039] encountered in a sondage excavated in the NW of trench 3. Both 
are cut in 3016, 3038 being 34cm and 3039 being 20cm in diameter. 
 
BANK AND PALISADE 
Where cut by trench 3 the bank spreads to a width of 4m and a height of 0.6m. The 
outer face is steeper than the inner. A post-hole [3058] in the crest, with a clearly 
defined rectangular post-pipe and associated nails, suggests the presence of a fence 
in recent times, possibly a continuation of one extending down the N side of the 
Finlaggan Burn rather than one around Eilean Mor.  
 
Illus 70 Trench 3 sections. 
 
The bank is composed of fine-grained, light brown soil [3014]. It has been dumped 
over an earlier feature - the collapsed gatehouse - partially dug away to give the 
bank a steeper, higher front face rising out of a shallow ditch. Cut into the back 
edge of the bank is a shallow, irregular trench containing gravely soil [3013]. From 
this trench were dug a series of four large post pits [3017-3020]. They are rounded 
in plan, about 60cm apart, over 30cm in diameter and taper to a point at a depth of 
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as much as 40cm. In one [3020] only was it possible to trace a post-pipe, about 
10cm in diameter. Otherwise, the upper fill of all was rather loose. There is clear 
evidence of two other smaller postholes [3015, 3021], and possibly three others on 
the bank. The main series of post-holes indicates the former existence of a 
substantial wooden fence or palisade. Heaped on the back of the bank, and 
originally retained by the palisade, is a deposit [3003] of gritty, humic soil, 
interpreted as the slumped remains of a step for the defenders of the palisade. Two 
small post-holes in it, 3015 and 3021, might have supported a timber walkway 
capping the step. A musical instrument peg of medieval type (SF 3019) comes from 
deposit 3014 but alone cannot be used to date the feature. 
 
THE GATEHOUSE 
The core of the bank underneath deposit 3014 is part of the collapsed structure, the 
gatehouse, represented by the mound. Prior to excavation the mound appeared as a 
low grassy hump, about 7m in diameter, separated from the bank by a shallow 
ditch. It is covered with spreads of silty soil and decomposed turf [18006, 18009, 
18013, etc], interleaved with lenses of sand and gravel and stones, containing 
many broken iron nails and rivets, and fragments of charcoal. This material has 
presumably derived from the superstructure of the gatehouse, resulting from its 
collapse or demolition, and subsequent weathering.  
 
Illus 71 Trench 18 section D-E. 
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The main part of the mound is composed of clay-rich soils [3012, 18007, 18069, 
18053, etc]. In section in trench 3 a complex layered deposit with pale yellow 
material alternating with grey could be traced. It is believed that this results from 
the decomposition of blocks of turf stacked one on top of the other to form a stable 
platform about 11m in diameter when originally built, its surface out of reach of 
inundation by loch water. It would thus have made a good foundation for the 
gatehouse erected upon it. The turf was laid down over sand and gravel on the 
shore of the island, and partially on the surface of the island itself, represented in 
the excavations by a thin deposit of dark sandy soil [3031, 18067] overlying 
deposits of clay [3032, 3034] or several layers and lenses of sand [18090, etc].  
 
 
Illus 72 Trench 18 sections C-D and F-G. 
 
The size and shape of the gate-tower itself is defined by the settings for a circular 
timber-work with an overall diameter of about 9m. These were best seen in trench 
3 where a group of six were excavated. They are defined as rectangular gaps in a 
spread of small boulders [3004], clearly forming an arc of a circle, no more than 
two courses high. The posts would have been about 12cm square and centred at 
distances of about 60cm, one from another. Two larger post-holes [3050, 3061], 
each capable of holding a timber about 24cm square, lay inset from the others. 
From one of the post-holes [3025] a whole group of iron rivets was recovered. They 
had been broken apart. This circular timber-work was less well preserved in trench 
18, being represented only by a spread of packing stones [18103], probably mostly 
not in situ. It was not possible to define any post-holes for any of the uprights. 
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The timbers and stone packing material were all set in a shallow trench, 1m wide, 
dug into the turf platform. On the E side of the mound this ditch was broadened 
and deepened to the outside of the timbers to provide a drainage channel [18050], 
30cm to 40cm deep. It has largely filled up with waterlogged peat and silty sand 
[18048, 18059], over which is a deposit of gravel [18049, 18054] and a patch of 
burnt soil and charcoal [18047]. 
 
Behind the timber uprights were the remains of a substantial wall of turf [18007], 
over 1.5m thick, represented by severely truncated deposits of firm, compact silt. 
Its inside edge is defined by an alignment of small edge stones [18036]. The circular 
chamber contained in the gate-tower would have had a diameter of about 5m.  
 
THE CAUSEWAY 
The entrance [18055] to the gate-tower from the outside, 1.2m wide, was paved 
with blocks of stone and boulders, many of which were still found in place. It is 
probable that they represent a continuation of the causeway and that other paving 
within the gatehouse has been ripped out when it was demolished. Just to the E of 
the platform supporting the gatehouse is another drainage ditch, 1.5m wide. It was 
excavated across the full 4.8m width of trench 18, and could be seen to extend 
another 1.6m N into the trench extension to join up with the loch.  Within this 
ditch is a pier of stonework [18004], presumably for supporting bridging slabs of 
stone, now missing. On its E side is a further segment of paving [18039, etc], which 
must be a continuation of the causeway. The ditch is filled with two deposits of 
peat, 18092, separated from 18029/18031 above by a band of silty sand [18066]. 
The build up peat matches the growth of the adjacent alluvial tail. The sand is in-
wash from a flood. Over the top of the peat is another more massive flood deposit of 
sand and gravel [18008, 18044]. From 18031 were recovered a piece of leather, 
twigs and several pieces of wood, including the corner of a wooden panel, 8mm to 
10mm thick, with chamfered edges.  
 
The remains of the causeway from Eilean Mor to the loch-side were also surveyed. 
The distance from the gate in trench 18 to the opposite shore is about 94m, and for 
about half this distance the boulders forming the causeway can be traced in the 
water, mostly under a layer of silt, forming a low mound of tumbled stones, from 
2m to over 4m in width. No trace of the causeway was found in a small trial trench 
through the alluvium about midway between the edge of trench 18 and its last 
visible segment in the water beside the alluvial tail. At the time this was excavated 
it was supposed that its stones had here been robbed, or else that this section was 
of timber, perhaps a removable bridge. In hindsight, it is probable that the trial slot 
was neither excavated deep enough or quite on the line of the causeway. It was dug 
to a maximum depth of 52.08m OD whereas levels on the visible stretch of 
causeway in the nearby water range from 51.57m to 52. 45m, and on the excavated 
pieces on either side of the drainage ditch in trench 18 are about 52.58m to 
52.61m OD.  
 
This trial trench provided a useful section through the alluvial tail to a depth of 
over 1m, revealing a stratigraphic sequence from top to bottom as follows: 
1. surface vegetation – modern root layer – up to 15cm thick 
2. very sticky gleyed clay – roots less abundant – up to 40cm thick 
3. dense organic marsh peat, up to 20cm thick 
4. coarse sand – not bottomed – its surface at about 52.60m OD. 
 
 
 
Illus 73 section in trial trench. 
 
Dr Cressey demonstrates later in this volume that unit 2 is in-wash material 
deriving from the ploughing of neighbouring slopes in 1982 for the planting of 
conifers. The coarse sand of unit 4 probably ties in with a major flood event 
postulated by Dr Cressey to have occurred about 1530. This sand and gravel was 
also encountered in trench 18, in, and between, the two drainage ditches around 
the gatehouse [18054, 18049, 18008, 18044].  
 
THE BRIDGE 
Adjacent to the causeway are two stone plinths, one [18001] substantially 
complete, the other [18011] tumbled. They are positioned on either side of the 
ditch. These are interpreted as supports for a bridge, and their position suggests a 
later approach to the gate-tower from along the alluvial tail, not much different 
from the route of the modern wooden walkway. If so, it was probably created after 
the demolition of the gatehouse. Cut through the collapsed debris on the mound 
are at least two, probably three, later post-holes [18018, 18025], possibly for 
supporting a walkway connecting to the bridge. Both 18018 and 18025 are 
shallow. The former has a diameter of about 40cm and contained four packing 
stones. The latter has a diameter of about 30cm. 
 
EARLY ACTIVITY 
Beach sand and gravel deposits underlying the remains of the gatehouse were 
sampled in a sondage at the NW corner of trench 18. It was noted that they 
contained small flakes of worked flint, thought to represent mesolithic activity. 
Unfortunately the samples were lost prior to processing. The sand and gravel were 
sealed by an old soil horizon [18067]. The interface between it under the underlying 
sand is corrugated as the result of ploughing. This can be seen on section A-B. 
Section A-B also shows a post-hole [18097] filled with sand [18096], and sealed 
under the ploughing. 
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INTERPRETATION 
The turf platform for the gatehouse was piled straight on to ground which had been 
ploughed. This offers a tantalisingly incomplete glimpse of activity on the island 
immediately prior to the erection of its timber-work defences. 
 
Illus 74 Interpretative drawings of rampart, palisade, bridge and gatehouse. 
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Unfortunately there is no solid evidence for dating the gatehouse. Some sherds of 
medieval wheel-turned pottery were recovered from the mound debris itself, and a 
fragment of a 13th-century long cross penny (SF 18002) from the topsoil [18002] 
over the top of it. None of this amounts to proof positive of a medieval date, 
especially when the extent of residuality is taken into account for artefacts 
recovered in contexts all over the island. Of more help is a sherd of white gritty 
medieval pottery (SF 3034) from the old land surface [3031] under the turf platform of 
the gatehouse. This at least indicates that it is no earlier than the 12th century. 
Another sherd of white gritty pottery (SF 18126) was recovered in the make-up 
[18065] of the causeway. 
 
The flood deposits (c1530?) of sand and gravel [18049], washed into the inner of the 
two drainage ditches, occupy the space of the gatehouse timbers, indicating that 
they had already been removed and the turf wall [18007] they retained had begun 
to slump. As 18008 and 18044 they also cover the line of the causeway after some 
of its cobbled surface, and the bridging slabs across the outer ditch, had been 
ripped out. 
 
When constructed, the gatehouse may be assumed to have been the main entrance 
to Eilean Mor, and indirectly to Eilean na Comhairle. Although no direct evidence 
was found for it in these two trenches, it is certain that it was part of a larger 
scheme of timber-work defences around the perimeter of the island. It arose from 
the shore-line at the apex of the island, then at its nearest point to the loch-side, 
and was approached by a stone causeway which it may have been possible to ride 
along. There are no indications that the entrance into the gatehouse had any 
particular defensive features, but even supposing defensibility was a matter of high 
priority the restricted access to it via the causeway was obviously precaution 
enough. 
 
Thick turf walls gave the gatehouse a considerable degree of solidity, but it would 
have appeared externally as a circular wooden structure. The quantity of rivets or 
clench-bolts found in the excavations may give a clue to its finish. These rivets are 
essentially for fastening together thin planks of wood, for example on the hull of a 
clinker-built boat. A similar exterior skin of overlapping planks on the gatehouse 
would have been a sensible way of preventing slippage or erosion from the turf 
walls. 
 
No clues are provided as to the height of the gatehouse, but the solidity of the 
timber-work, with a ring of uprights braced by large timbers behind, is surely an 
indication that it rose to some height, perhaps in the form of a more open fighting-
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deck or battlements. Four pieces of roof slate were recovered from the debris over 
the gatehouse remains, three of type A, the fourth of type C. These may be taken as 
evidence for a slate roof, but given the re-use of roof slates for other purposes 
elsewhere on Eilean Mor, this hypothesis can only be advanced very tentatively. To 
be believable it would also have to be assumed that the roof had been carefully 
dismantled and the bulk of the slates removed. 
 
It is possible that the Finlaggan gatehouse was not too different in overall 
appearance from a tower sited in a circular bastion at one corner of Brian MacArt 
O’Neill’s stronghold, Inisloughan Fort, County Antrim in Ireland, recorded in an 
English surveyor’s bird’s-eye view about 1602 (Hayes-McCoy 1964, 11). This tower 
is tall and the colour evidently indicates it is of wood, while the conical roof might 
be covered with slate. It is either circular in plan or polygonal, with vertical lines in 
the illustration representing the junctures between wooden boards. Small slit 
windows are indicated in an upper storey. While it must be of much later date than 
the Finlaggan gatehouse it can be supposed to belong to a native Irish tradition of 
military architecture. As with much else in late Gaelic culture it may display the 
characteristics of an earlier age.  
 
The overall picture from trenches 3 and 18 from medieval times onwards is as 
follows. The causeway is no earlier than the 12th century and was constructed at 
the same time as the gate-tower. The build up of alluvium at the end of the island 
must post-date the construction of the causeway. It is probable that there was an 
open stretch of shallow water beyond the gatehouse when first built. The causeway 
may be largely to blame for trapping sediments in the lee of the island. 
 
On the basis of the flood deposits we have postulated that the causeway had been 
decommissioned, and the gatehouse removed, prior to c1530. None of the sherds of 
pottery, nails, rivets, etc recovered from the gatehouse’s debris need be any later in 
date than the Medieval Period. The fact that the rivets are broken apart and there 
are traces of burning suggests that it was deliberately dismantled or destroyed. It 
was already demolished when the bank was erected on its back edge to provide 
support for a palisade. Possibly this palisade was merely bridging the gap in the 
island’s defences caused by the removal of the gatehouse. No ironwork was 
recovered, in an admittedly limited area of excavation, in convincing association 
with the palisade slot and post-holes. The diameters and spacing of its uprights, 
however, would have been ideal for interweaving wands of hazel or oak. Such a 
wattle fence would have been very sturdy, and a considerable defensive barrier 
rising from a bank around the water’s edge, with a step inside for its defenders to 
stand on.  
 
Such wattle fence defences are known to have been employed in native Irish 
fortifications. One can, for instance, be seen in an English illustration of about 
1602 of Cormac MacBaron O’Neill’s stronghold, Augher Fort, County Tyrone. It has 
loop-holes, a raised step behind, and is lined on the interior with planking. Another 
contemporary English drawing, depicting the siege of an unidentified crannog, also 
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shows wattle fence defences, this time without the plank lining (Hayes-McCoy 
1964, 19-20). 
 
Palisades or wattle fences backed by a fighting platform or step are typical of earth 
and timber fortifications of the Medieval Period in Europe (Higham & Barker 2006, 
244-325). These might be positioned round the edge of a motte or earth mound, or 
along the crest of an earth rampart. Parallels to the situation at Finlaggan where 
the earth bank was itself not defensive but structural are not obvious. It is, 
however, perhaps worth drawing attention here to another defensive work from 
within the area of the Kingdom of the Isles – the Late Norse defences at Peel Castle 
in the Isle of Man, tentatively identified as one of the forts constructed by King 
Magnus Barelegs of Norway in 1098 with timber from Galloway. It has been traced 
in excavations as a massive dumped stone rampart with one possible post-hole at 
its front face (Freke 2002, 133-36). More excavation would clearly be necessary to 
judge to what extent, if any, it might have been of similar construction to the 
Finlaggan defensive work, with stone in place of turf. 
 
Probably also post-dating the gate-tower is another access route to the island 
across the alluvial tail, including a bridge over the drainage ditch to the E of the 
gate-tower. Its relationship, if any, to the palisade is unknown. Neither the palisade 
nor this access route can be dated, though a medieval, or at latest 16th-century 
date, would seem likely. A patch of burning [18047], visible in section F-G, 
overlying the flood deposits in the inner drainage ditch, must also relate to an event 
after the removal of the gatehouse. The agricultural activity represented by the 
lazy-beds inside the line of the palisade appears to be of more recent date, or have 
carried on after, the erection of the palisade. 
 
 
TRENCH 3       
        
Context  Description  Interpretation  
3003  gritty humic soil  step at back of palisade 
3004  boulders in dark brown earth 
packing for gatehouse 
uprights 
3005  earth and stones  weathering, soil formation 
3006  yellow clay silt  gatehouse destruction 
3012  green/grey clay  turf platform for gatehouse 
3013  
gritty 
soil   
fill of slot for 
palisade  
3014  light brown soil  bank to support palisade 
3015  cut   post-hole in palisade bank 
3016  grey stoney clay  
lazy-
bed   
3017  cut   palisade post-hole  
3018  cut   palisade post-hole  
3019  cut   palisade post-hole  
3020  cut   palisade post-hole  
3021  cut   palisade post-hole  
3022  grey brown clay  
fill of 
3038   
3025  
dark brown silty 
clay  fill of gatehose post-hole 
3029  dark brown earth, charcoal gatehouse destruction 
3031  dark soil deposit  old ground surface  
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3032  grey blue clay  natural   
3034  orange yellow clay  natural   
3038  cut   
post-
hole   
3039  cut   
post-
hole   
3050  
dark brown silty 
clay  fill of gatehouse post-hole 
3058  cut   
recent post-hole? - 
unexcavated 
3061  set stones  gatehouse post-hole? 
 
 
TRENCH 18       
        
Context  Description  Interpretation  
18001  dry stone block  bridge plinth  
18004  dry stone block  plinth to support causeway 
18006  silty gravel  weathering  
18007  compact silt  gatehouse wall  
18008  gravel   flood deposit  
18009  silty gravel  collapsed gatehouse debris 
18011  boulders   bridge plinth  
18013  silty gravel  flood deposit  
18018  cut   post-hole   
18025  cut   post-hole   
18029  peat   fill of outer drainage ditch 
18031  peat   fill of outer drainage ditch 
18032  cut   outer drainage ditch  
18036  stone alignment  causeway   
18039  stone alignment  causeway   
18044  gravel   flood deposit  
18045  silt and gravel  flood deposit  
18047  burnt soil, charcoal     
18048  peat   fill of inner drainage ditch 
18049  gravel   flood deposit  
18050  cut   inner drainage ditch  
18053  silt   turf platform for gatehouse 
18054  sandy gravel  flood deposit  
18055  stones   paving in gatehouse  
18057  stones   revetment of outer ditch 
18065  
clayey 
silt   matrix of 18055  
18066  
silty 
sand   early flood deposit in 18032 
18067  grey brown clayey sand early plough soil  
18068  
silty 
sand   turf platform for gatehouse 
18069  
clayey 
silt   turf platform for gatehouse 
18078  peat   fill of outer drainage ditch 
18090  
fine 
sand   early activity  
18092  peat   fill of outer drainage ditch 
18096  sand   fill of 18097  
18097  cut   post-hole   
18103  stones   packing for gatehouse uprights 
 
 
 
Illus 75 Location plan of trenches 19 and 7. 
THE LAZY-BEDS AND TRENCH 19 
GEOPHYSICAL SURVEYS 
In 1992 two geophysical surveys, using a metal detector and a fluxgate gradiometer, 
were carried out in the area of lazy-beds on Eilean Mor to assess whether these might 
overlie the remains of earlier structures. For the metal detector – in the hands of an 
experienced operator, Roger McWee – an area about 900 sq m was laid out and 
systematically swept. It was reasoned that any significant clusters of iron readings 
might be a clue to the presence of ruined houses or other structures. `Hot spots’ were 
marked with canes and plotted in with an EDM. An attempt was made to distinguish 
signals made by different metals, resulting in 3 possible copper alloy and 47 iron 
readings. They were grouped along the S edge of the area and in the SE quadrant 
below buildings T, U and V on the higher ground. No attempt was made to dig and 
check any of the signals. 
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Illus 76 Geophysical survey area on Eilean Mor. 
 
 
For the fluxgate gradiometer survey a strip 10m by 30m was laid out within the area 
of the metal detector survey. The readings from this seemed to reflect the linearity of 
the lazy-beds. There was also, however, a strong impression of what appeared to be a 
two-roomed, sub-rectangular or oval house, coinciding with a concentration of 12 or 
so iron readings. 
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 Illus 77 Fluxgate gradiometer survey. 
 
TRENCH 19 
Trench 19 was excavated in 1994 and was deliberately placed to examine the 
supposed house predicted by our interpretation of the geophysical data. 
Excavation, however, was to demonstrate that this picture was misleading. It is 
evident that the metal detector only recorded a few items near the ground surface, 
and with the benefit of hind-sight the supposed structure appears to a large extent 
to reflect concentrations of stones in the underlying natural deposits, especially 
19013 and 19015.  
 
The natural is a compacted clay soil, oxidised red, containing several large stones. It 
is largely made up of weathered quartzite giving a sandy, gritty texture. In the NW 
corner of the trench it is grey [19015], as a result of water-logging. A band of small 
stones [19013] in a matrix of clay silt, with sand [19068] stretches along the base of 
the chapel height, representing an early shoreline at a height of about 53.90 OD.  
 
As initially laid out the trench was 10m by 10m, here described as if it had the same 
orientation as the site grid. The whole of it was excavated down to natural deposits. At 
a later stage a further area of about 12 sq m was opened up at its SW corner, but only 
the topmost deposits in it were examined. Apart from the lazy-beds, some 10 
structures have been defined, most on the basis of selecting patterns of post-holes.  
 
LAZY-BEDS 
No precise dating material was collected for the construction and cultivation of the 
lazy-beds, but their form was obvious, with evidence for the use of turves and little 
sign of post-use deformation. A total of five beds were partially excavated [19141, 
19112, 19006, 19007, 19140]. They are about 3m wide, rising to a height of about 
0.3m (excluding turf covering). They are separated by furrows, 0.5 to 0.75m wide. The 
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ends of all but 19140 were located in the trench, just where the ground starts to rise 
appreciably towards the chapel.  
 
Illus 79 Trench 19 plan 1 
 
Underlying the lazy-beds is a gravely horizon [19003, 19136, 19137], the result of 
sorting. From 19136 and 19137, in the SW extension of the trench, were recovered 
several fragments of roof slate, probably from the ruin of the chapel.  
 
STRUCTURE 19.1 
In the S and SW of the trench and the extension is a group of at least six post-holes 
arranged in a straight line stretching from NW to SE. It is thought likely that all are of 
relatively recent date, perhaps contemporary with some of the agricultural activity 
that led to the creation of the lazy-beds. The four main post-holes on this alignment 
are 19125, 19095, 19109, 19108 and 19036. All have a diameter of about 40cm or 
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less, and there is no evidence for posts in them. They are spaced at about 2m 
intervals with 19108 possibly being a replacement for 19109. Post-hole 19125 is cut 
through a lazy-bed while 19036 is sealed by 19145, a thin layer of clay silt containing 
stones, pottery and nails, possibly debris spilling down slope from buildings T and U. 
Structure 19.1 can tentatively be identified as the remains of a fence. 
 
 
STRUCTURE 19.2 
Also in the SW corner of the original trench the remains of two walls [19004, 19005], 
represented by some vestigial traces of stonework, were identified, enclosing two sides 
of an area of clay silt deposits [19009] interpreted as an associated floor deposit. 
These together have been labelled as structure 19.2. All had been much disturbed by 
subsequent agricultural activity. From 19009 came a quantity of fragments of iron 
nails and sherds of pottery, including hand-made and medieval wheel-turned pottery. 
A post-medieval (16th-century) date for 19.2, however, seems likely since wall 19005 
incorporated a piece of white sandstone roof ridge (SF 1947) thought to have come 
either from the chapel or the great hall, and another piece (SF 19040) was found in 
the topsoil at the N end of the trench.  
 
Illus 80 Trench 19 plan 2. 
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A hearth [19028], consisting of a circular patch of silt with ash, charcoal and burnt 
bone, about 0.6m in diameter, in a shallow scoop in the natural, was located 
beyond these floor deposits but may, nevertheless, have been associated with them 
before the disturbance caused by the digging of the lazy-beds. This hearth was 
sealed by a gravely spread 19003, a subsoil deposit associated with the lazy-beds, 
but the context from which its scoop was dug was lost. The evidence of features and 
finds together can be used, tentatively, to identify the vestigial remains of a barrel-
shaped house, about 7.5 by 3.5m, with a central fireplace.  
 
STRUCTURE 19.9 
To the SW of structure 19.2, in an extension to the trench which was not fully 
excavated, are several post-holes sealed by the topsoil, including four which may 
belong together, 19131, 19130, 19122 and 19126. They form an arc just to the W of 
the expected position of the W wall of 19.2, and extend southwards from it. They are 
labelled 19.9 and must be of more recent date than structure 19.2.   
 
Illus 81 Trench 19 plan 3 (structure 19.10). 
 
STRUCTURE 19.10 
Sealed by the floor of 19.2 is an earlier deposit of silty clay [19012], mixed with sand 
and gravel, extending the full width of the trench as originally dug but eaten away to 
the N by the lazy-beds. It is rich in artefacts, fragments of nails and sherds of pottery 
– handmade and wheel-made, including partially reduced gritty and red ware pottery. 
Dug in it is a shallow circular scoop [19044] about 0.4m in diameter surrounded by a 
crude setting of stones and re-used roof slates, forming a hearth. Deposit 19012 also 
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contains patches of darker brown, interpreted as decomposed turf, and there is more 
of this turfy material in 19014, a deposit of clayey silt with flecks of charcoal. It lies 
adjacent and to the north of 19012 and is stratigraphically earlier. Both 19012 and 
19014, together with the hearth 19044, are reckoned to be the tenuous traces of at 
least one further house, structure 19.10, probably of medieval date. The pieces of turf 
perhaps represent the tumbled remains of walling.  
 
Illus 82 Trench 19 plan 4. 
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STRUCTURES 19.3 - 19.8  
Under the lazy-beds and cut into the natural in the main area of the trench 
were found several truncated pits with no direct stratigraphic relationships to 
each other. 
 
Structure 19.6 consists solely of a circular, flat-bottomed pit [19025] 0.8m in 
diameter and 0.2m deep. It was mostly filled with a deposit [19064] of silty clay and 
stones, over the surface of which was a dished arrangement of flat stones [19027] 
containing a deposit [19026] of more silty clay, with charcoal and several sherds of a 
Bronze Age food vessel type pot. This suggests that structure 19.6 should be 
interpreted as the remains of a hearth, but there appear to be no obvious 
relationships with any of the other structures in trench 19. 
 
Illus 83 Trench 19 plan 5 (structure 19.6). 
 
Structure 19.7 is represented by a contiguous hearth and pit. When first discovered it 
was expected that the pit [19022], oval in shape c2.2m by 0.6m and 0.3m deep, 
aligned E-W, would turn out to be a grave, but no traces of a body were detected in it, 
and on-site phosphate tests provided no supporting evidence for one (FNA 
Environmental Notebook, 16-17). Its fill [19020] of silty clay and stones included 
charcoal, and from its bottom came an iron nail (SF 19392). An alternative 
explanation for it is that it held a cooking trough, heated with red hot stones from the 
neighbouring hearth [19017], represented by a circular patch, 0.9m in diameter, of 
ash and charcoal. As with the hearth 19.6 it is not clear that this pit and hearth can 
be associated with any of the groups of post-holes in the trench. 
 
The rest of the pits in this area of the trench were evidently post-holes although no 
post-pipes or packing stones were detected in their fills. The interpretative plan (Illus 
19.5) demonstrates how most of them can be grouped into arcs, and four, 19.3 – 19.5 
and 19.8, are indicated as possible structures. Table 3 gives the main features of each 
post-hole assigned to one or other of these structures. 
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Illus 84 Trench 19 sections of pits, etc. 
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    Post-hole  Size in cm Fills  Sealed by Finds
19.3 19056   56x44x15  19057  lazy-beds   
 19065 recut  53x53x17  19073  lazy-beds  prehi
 19048   70x40x13  19063  lazy-beds   
 19060   90x75x40      19071/72 str 19.8   
 19105 recut  48x48x9  19104  topsoil   
 19069   48x?x11  19144  medieval   
 19032   60x50x13  19033  medieval   
           
19.4 19100   60x50x14  19085  lazy-beds   
 19023   75x65x27  19024  lazy-beds  nail 
 19075   65x40x25  19076  lazy-beds   
 19079       lazy-beds   
 19030   60x50x20  19031  topsoil  prehi
           
19.5 19106   80x60x12  19103  lazy-beds   
 19050   95x60x25  19051  lazy-beds   
 19105     150x150x20 19104  str 19.3   
           
19.8 19107   18x18x8  19102  lazy-beds   
 19054   54x35x13  19055  lazy-beds   
 19060 recut  56x56x31  19061  lazy-beds   
 19038   45x35x8  19039  lazy-beds   
 
Table 3. 
 
 
Illus 85 Trench 19 main W facing baulk. 
On the assumption that these groupings into four structures are valid, the order in 
which three were built and used can be deduced since a post-hole of 19.3 is cut into a 
post-hole of 19.5, and a post-hole of 19.8 is cut into one of 19.3. That only excludes 
19.4 from this chronological sequence and so it is not possible to place it reliably. The 
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presence of an iron nail in the fill of one of its post-holes is at least an indication that 
it is later than 19.3 since the latter has two of its holes sealed by medieval deposits 
and a third containing prehistoric pottery. We may therefore, tentatively, place 19.4 
later than 19.3 and 19.5, and possibly 19.8. On the further assumption that these 
arcs of post-holes formed complete circles it is possible to calculate the diameters of 
the circles so formed. The main features of each structure can thus be listed as 
follows: 
 
Structure 19.4: diam. c.8m, possibly more recent than structure 19.8. 
 
Structure 19.8: diam. c.6.4. 
 
Structure 19.3: diam. c.14.4m, earlier than structure 19.8, probably prehistoric.  
 
Structure 19.5: diam. c.8m, earlier than structure 19.3. 
 
INTERPRETATION 
No precise date can be offered for the creation of the lazy-beds. They clearly post-date 
structure 19.2 which included in its walling sandstone roof ridge from a building with 
a slate roof. The most likely source for it is the chapel, or else the great hall. The 
evidence presented later in this volume suggests that the chapel remained in use in 
the 16th century, but the great hall was dismantled in the 1490s. This indicates that 
building 19.2 is no earlier in date than the very end of the 15th century and possibly 
dates to the 16th century, while the lazy-beds could belong to any time after that. No 
further information was gathered from any of the other trenches to tie their date down 
any closer, and, of course, the ground might have been cultivated long after the island 
was abandoned as a residence. It is not implausible that these lazy-beds were in use 
as late as the 19th century.  
 
The evidence for reconstructing the group of features labelled 19.2 as a barrel-shaped 
house is admittedly tenuous, but not unreasonable since it is a type recorded 
elsewhere at Finlaggan, for example in trench 12.  The central hearth and quantities 
of sherds of pottery imply a domestic use. No useful information was gathered on the 
construction of its walls. If there is any validity in creating a structure 19.9 out of a 
group of four post-holes, then perhaps it should also be reconstructed as a barrel-
shaped house, dating to the sixteenth century or later.  
 
 Illus 86 Trench 19 interpretation. 
There is no evidence to tie down the dates of structures 19.4 and 19.8. Each of these 
two groups of post-holes can be interpreted as the foundations for a ring of posts, 
either for supporting the roof of a larger round-house, or else providing the framework 
of a post and wattle exterior wall. The construction of circular shieling huts in the 
Highlands and Islands well into post-medieval times provides a clue that this 
tradition of circular building might not be totally unexpected in other contexts long 
after the Prehistoric Period and we would tentatively suggest that they might date to 
some time in the centuries after the birth of Christ. Some of the round houses 
erected on recessed platforms in mainland Argyll appear to be of medieval date on 
the basis of radiocarbon dates from at least four sites, at Dunloskin/Ardnadam, 
Barmore Wood, Ardentraive and Feolrine. (Rennie 1997, 169). Construction and 
occupation in Viking or Early Christian times equally cannot be discounted.  
  
170 
 
171 
 
Structures 19.3 and 19.5, on the other hand, can be identified as the tenuous 
remains of early, probably prehistoric, round houses, and the hearth, 
structure 19.6, is clearly also of prehistoric date. The palimpsest of prehistoric 
to post-medieval structures actually sampled in trench 19 may be taken as an 
indication of how the whole island was at times covered with buildings.  
 
Structure 19.7 cannot be securely dated, but compare the interpretation given below 
for a pit and hearth of medieval date in structure V.1, trench 7. 
 
TRENCH 19       
        
Context  Description  Interpretation  
19003  sandy loam, gravel  subsoil under lazy beds 
19004  stones   wall of str 19.2  
19005  stones   wall of str 19.2  
19006  clay silt   
lazy 
bed   
19007  
silty 
clay   
lazy 
bed   
19008  
silty 
loam   subsoil    
19009  clay silt   
floor deposit, str 
19.2  
19010  stones   tumble   
19012  silty clay, sand, gravel occupation deposit, str 19.10 
19013  boulders in clay silt  early shore  
19014  clayey silt, charcoal flecks occupation deposit, str 19.10 
19015  silty clay, stones  natural leached horizon 
19017  silt, charcoal flecks  hearth, str 19.7  
19018  silty clay, stones  natural   
19020  silty clay, stones, charcoal 
fill of 19022, st 
19.7  
19022  cut   pit, str 19.7  
19023  cut   post-hole, str 19.4  
19024  clay silt, stones, charcoal 
fill of 19023, str 
19.4  
19025  cut   hearth, str 19.6  
19026  silty clay, stones, charcoal 
fill of 19025, str 
19.6  
19027  stones   
fill of 19025, str 
19.6  
19028  silty sand, stones, charcoal 
fill of 19029, str 
19.2  
19030  
cut, lined with 
stones  post-hole, str 19.4  
19031  sandy silt, stones  
fill of 19030, str 
19.4  
19032  cut   post-hole, str 19.3  
19033  sandy silt, stones  
fill of 19032, str 
19.3  
19034  cut   
post-
hole   
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19035  
silty 
sand   fill of 19034  
19036  cut   post-hole, str 19.1  
19038  cut   post-hole, str 19.8  
19039  silty clay, stones, charcoal 
fill of 19038, str 
19.8  
19044  cut   hearth, str 19.10  
19045  
silty 
clay   fill of 19044, str 19.10 
19047  silty clay, stones  natural   
19048  cut   post-hole, str 19.3  
19050  cut   post-hole, str 19.5  
19051  silty clay, stones, charcoal 
fill of 19050, str 
19.5  
19054  cut   post-hole, str 19.8  
19055  clay silt, charcoal  
fill of 19054, str 
19.8  
19056  cut   post-hole, str 19.3  
19057  silty sand, gravel  
fill of 19056, str 
19.3  
19058  cut   post-hole, str 19.9  
19060  cut   post-hole, strs 19.3, 19.8 
19061  clay silt   
fill of 19060, str 
19.8  
19063  clay, stones, charcoal 
fill of 19048, str 
19.3  
19064  silty clay, stones  
fill of 19025, str 
19.6  
19065  cut   post-hole, str 19.3  
19066  silty clay, gravel  natural   
19067  clay, oxidised red  natural   
19068  sand   early shore  
19069  cut   post-hole, str 19.3  
19070  clay   
fill of 19065, str 
19.3  
19071  clayloam, stones  
fill of 19060, str 
19.8  
19072  silty clay, stones  
fill of 19060, str 
19.3  
19073  sandy silt, stones  
fill of 19065, str 
19.3  
19074  
silty 
clay   
fill of 19065, str 
19.3  
19075  cut   post-hole, str 19.4  
19076  silty sand, stones  
fill of 19075, str 
19.4  
19077  cut   
post-
hole   
19079  
sandy 
silt   fill of post-hole, str 19.4 
19082  silty sand, charcoal flecks 
fill of 19108, str 
19.1  
19085  silty sand, charcoal  
fill of 19100,str 
19.4  
19091  cut   post-hole, str 19.1  
19093  cut   post-hole, str 19.1  
19095  cut   post-hole, str 19.1  
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19097  cut   post-hole, str 19.1  
19100  cut   post-hole, str 19.4  
19101  cut   
post-
hole   
19102  
silty 
sand   
fill of 19107, str 
19.8  
19103  
silty 
sand   
fill of 19106, str 
19.5  
19104  
silty 
sand   fill of 19105, strs 19.3, 19.5 
19105  cut   post-hole, strs19.3, 19.5 
19106  cut   post-hole, str 19.5  
19107  cut   post-hole, str 19.8  
19109  cut   post-hole, str 19.1  
19122  cut   post-hole, str 19.9  
19124  cut   
post-
hole   
19125  cut   
post-
hole   
19126  cut   post-hole, str 19.9  
19127  cut   
post-
hole   
19128  cut   
post-
hole   
19129  cut   
post-
hole   
19130  cut   post-hole, str 19.9  
19131  cut   post-hole, str 19.9  
19132  cut   
post-
hole   
19133  cut   
post-
hole   
19134  cut   pit   
19136  gravel, coarse silty sand subsoil under lazy beds 
19137  gravel   subsoil   
19138  
sandy 
silt   fill of 19139  
19139  cut   
post-
hole   
19140  clay silt   
lazy 
bed   
19141  clay silt   
lazy 
bed   
19143  cut   post-hole, str 19.1  
19144  
sandy 
silt   
fill of 19069, str 
19.3  
19145  clay silt   subsoil   
19146  
silty 
loam   subsoil   
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TRENCH 7 
Trench 7 was excavated in 1992. It was approximately 4 by 15m with its long axis 
running E-W through building V. This structure appeared of particular interest as the 
most substantial building within the `enclosure', apart from the chapel. Indeed, it was 
thought it might be the base of a tower house. The excavation was designed to test 
what it was and its date. It was also hoped to provide answers on its stratigraphical or 
functional relationships to the adjacent building U, the rig and furrow, enclosure W, 
and the timber work fortifications around the NE end of the island.  
 
STRUCTURES U AND U.1 
In the W end of the trench a length of dry-stone wall [7019], up to a metre wide and 
only one course high, was located running approximately N-S, with a considerable 
amount of tumble [7018] to the E. It was apparent that it was built on top of an 
earlier wall [7003] with an entrance blocked by the construction of wall 7019. In the 
limited area excavated no floor surface was found to relate to 7019 (compare building 
L in trench 4, M in trench 5 and S in trench 6) but it is interpreted as belonging to a 
unicameral house (U), probably of 16th-century date. Wall 7003, with a related floor 
[7020] of clay with charcoal flecks, is thought to be part of a longer building, possibly 
also of post-medieval date.  Its entrance is approached by a paved path [7135] from 
the N. Regrettably no finds were recovered to help with the dating of either U or U.1 
but it is perhaps significant that they are on a different orientation than building V 
which is definitely medieval. 
 
STRUCTURE V 
Before excavation structure V appeared as a rectangular hollow bounded by low 
banks to N and S. It suggested a building about 11 by 8m overall. Unlike many of the 
ruined structures on Eilean Mor the banks did not appear to include a lot of stone. 
The interior of V, uniquely amongst the ruins on Eilean Mor, was at a noticeably 
lower level than the surrounding area. The trench was positioned to take in the S half 
of the structure only. 
 
Building V has walls of sandy clay [7035] faced in the interior with dry-stone walling 
standing to a maximum height of about 0.7m, or two to three courses. The stones are 
mostly local erratics and water-washed boulders. Several stones inside V mixed with 
slumped bank material had obviously fallen from this facing but the number and size 
of these did not indicate that the facing had ever stood much higher. It defines an 
irregular shaped room, 3.6m across with a real SW corner but a continuous curved 
wall where a SE corner might have been expected. 
 
 Illus 87 Trench 7 plan 1. 
Excavation on the E side of structure V appears to indicate that building V was dug 
into the ground rather than raised above it. Here a deposit of gravel [7033] fills the 
void or foundation trench separating the wall from an earlier turf bank [7034], and 
cuts 7007, a midden deposit underlain by a thin gravely spread [7017] representing 
earth worm activity. From these two contexts were recovered many sherds of hand-
made pottery, nails and rivets, stone counters or playing pieces and a brooch (SF 
7041) possibly of 15th-century date. 
 
It is possible that the W wall may be a later remodelling, or even an internal wall of a 
building V which extended further W, although no evidence was observed for either of  
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Illus 88 Trench 7 plan 2 (structure V). 
these hypotheses. A construction slot [7104] was detected running along it with a 
post pad of flat stones [7084] at its end next to structure V's SW corner. The E wall 
likewise has a slot and post pad at the SE corner. Neither slot was excavated, but on 
the evidence of other structures at Finlaggan, might reasonably be inferred to have 
been for supporting wattle or timber walls.  
 
Inside building V, under slope-wash [7010] and humic soil [7026], is a complex 
deposit [7027] up to 150mm deep of humic soil mixed with material collapsed or 
slumped from the walls. From it were retrieved several sherds of pottery, items of 
metalwork including a brooch (SF 7316), and a type VI groat of James III (SF 7310), 
minted c.1485. It shows no obvious signs of wear. Flotation of a sample of 7027 led to 
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the recovery of fragments of charcoal and some wheat (triticum sp.) and oats (avena 
sp.). 
 
The removal of the soil and collapsed material [7027] within structure V revealed that 
its stone wall facings, to E and S, were bedded on a low, orange sandy clay bank 
[7117]. This seems to be an earlier feature, cut and scarped for this later function. A 
post-hole [7093] may relate to the construction of building V. It is D-shaped, its back 
edge along the E stone facing of the bank. It is 220mm across and narrows to a 
pointed base with a depth of 300mm. It is cut in such away that the timber it 
contained could have projected at an angle eastwards. Another probable post-hole of 
the same type on the opposite side of the structure was not excavated.  
 
All this suggests a rectangular building with walls of timber. The interior space was 
dug out and the earth used for levelling up with low banks to N and S for supporting 
the walls. The floor would have been of sprung timber with the joist ends placed on 
top of the stone facings of the banks. Extra support was provided by diagonal timbers 
running from the base of the banks towards the centres of the joists. Such a building 
could have been of more than one storey and about 7.5m in length from N to S. The 
width of about 5m demonstrated by excavation may only represent half the 
structure’s full extent if the W wall is only an internal division dividing the structure 
in two. The spread of finds suggests domestic use. The coin from deposit 7027 would 
indicate that it was destroyed or dismantled at the end of the 15th, or the beginning 
of the 16th, century.  
 
STRUCTURES V.1 AND V.2 
There are other man-made features within the area of building V, interpreted as the 
remains of at least two earlier structures, even though some of them cut the clay 
bank 7117 which supports the base of V.  It appeared more probable that the bank 
resulted from the cutting back of earlier features when building V was constructed 
rather than that it was heaped up at that time. Although it is impossible in these 
circumstances to demonstrate whether the features cutting 7117 pre- or post-date 
the construction of building V, the interpretation of V as having a sprung timber floor 
makes an earlier date for these features seem more probable. In this interpretation 
the bank 7117 and the surfaces under the material [7027], resulting from the demise 
of building V, are a composite of features, partially truncated, cut to shape by the 
builders of V and left untouched during the lifetime of building V since they were 
sealed under its wooden floor.  
 Illus 89 Trench 7 plan 3. 
Bank 7117 may then be the re-cut base of the clay wall of structure V.1 with a pink 
clay floor [7028]. Cut in this floor is a rectangular pit [7086], 1.45m by 0.75m, with a 
depth of 0.5m. Small slabs of decomposing schist alongside its N and S sides might 
represent the remains of a stone lining. It was back-filled with a very ashy silt [7088] 
containing lenses of sandy-clay and also two sherds of pottery, one hand-made 
containing organics and fire-blackened on its exterior, the other partially reduced 
gritty. Underneath it was a thin layer of gravely clay [7094], and in the bottom of the 
pit a thin deposit of black, organic silt [7091], from which came the shaft of an iron 
nail, still with some wood adhering to it.  
 
Adjacent to the S edge of this pit is a thin patch of clay [7118] similar in character to 
7117, and to the W is an area of burning [7116] or hearth 
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Illus 90 Trench 7 plan 4 (structure V.1). 
 
containing ash and charcoal. The association of the pit with a hearth suggests, as 
with structure 19.7, a type of cooking in which the contents of a trough were kept on 
the boil with stones heated in a fire, although in neither case were any fire-cracked 
and reddened stones (`pot-boilers’) recovered. 
 
 
 
Illus 91 Trench 7 plan 5 (pit 7086). 
 
One post-hole [7090] to the S of pit 7086, a group of six to the N, and a slot, also may 
relate to structure V.1 or may be the truncated remnants of another structure dug 
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away in the process of building structure V. Their main characteristics are as follows: 
7090: circular, flat-bottomed, diam 30cm, depth 14cm. Fill 7089 of silty clay is sealed 
by 7027. 
7107: circular, shallow scoop (truncated post-hole?), cut by 7108, diam 
27cm, depth 5cm. Fill 7106 of silt with flecks of clay and charcoal  
is sealed by 7027. 
7108: circular, shallow scoop (truncated post-hole?), diam 40cm, depth 
5cm. Fill 7109 of silt with flecks of clay and charcoal is sealed by  
7027. 
7110: oval stake-hole narrowing to pointed bottom, diam 11cm, depth 
7cm. Fill 7111 of silt with flecks of clay and charcoal is sealed by  
7027. 
7115: truncated, sub-rectangular post-hole with stone-packing, probably 
cut by 7114, 30cm by 22cm, depth 6cm. Fill [7112] of clayey silt is  
sealed by 7027. 
7114: circular post-hole, cut by 7113, diam 20cm, depth 8cm. Fill [7112] 
of clayey silt is sealed by 7027. 
7113: circular stake-hole with stone-packing, narrowing to pointed base, 
diam 20cm, depth 8cm. Fill [7112] of clayey silt is sealed by 7027. 
7099: slot (for wattle fence?) with two possible stake-holes, cut across 
the clay bank 7117 beside the W wall of V, length 46cm, width  
12 to 16cm and depth 14 to 17cm. Fill 7098 of silty gravel is  
sealed by 7027. 
 
 
Illus 92 Trench 7 plan 6 (structure V.2). 
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Structure V.2 is represented by a straight cut [7096], filled with clay silt [7095], 
sealed by 7117. It runs approximately E to W, and has a length of at least 2.72m and 
a depth of up to 0.2m. At its E end another cut extending northwards was found to 
form a right angle, but the excavation of this was only pursued for a distance of a few 
centimetres. It appears likely, however, that we have here the internal corner of an 
earlier house. Within the cut are a series of stake-holes, about 8cm to 10cm in 
diameter, probably representing a wattle wall. 
 
The sherds of pottery from the fill of the pit in structure V.1 indicates it is of medieval 
date, perhaps as early as the 13th century. No artefacts were recovered from V.2 but 
it is unlikely to be significantly earlier than V.1. 
 
STRUCTURES 7.2 AND 7.3 AND A MIDDEN 
To the E of building V the ground slopes gently eastwards. A deposit of dark brown 
silty peat [7007] extends towards the bank of structure W. Deposit 7007, about 10cm 
in depth, overlies a thin gravely spread [7017]. The formation of 7017 is attributable 
to the action of earthworms within 7007. Since both deposits are cut by the 
foundation trench – containing 7034 - for building V this midden must have 
accumulated prior to the construction of that structure. Dawson, on the basis of a 
study of the handmade ceramics in this midden (see below) suggests that it may have 
been cleared out on a regular, probably yearly, basis. 
 
To the E of 7034 and underlying the midden is another bank [7029] of sandy 
silt. It is capped by a layer of red gritty clay [7042], extending over the top of 
7034. The surface of 7042 is cut by several post- and stake-holes, truncated 
to a greater or lesser extent and none with any evidence for post-pipes. Some 
of the post-holes are arranged in two parallel rows running approximately SE-
NW: 
Row 1: 7045, sub-rectangular, 30cm x 20cm, depth 10cm 
   7046, sub-rectangular, 32cm x 25cm, depth 20cm 
   7060, oval (recut?), 51cm x 30cm, depth 13cm 
Row 2: 7077, sub-circular, 30cm x 20cm, depth 7cm 
   7066, circular, diam 22cm, depth 12cm 
   7051, circular (recut), 32cm x 20cm, depth 12cm 
   7047, sub-rectangular, 30cm x 20cm, depth 26cm 
   7057, oval, 20cm x 25cm, depth 26cm 
 
 Illus 93 Trench 7 plan7 (structures 7.2 and 7.3). 
 
These are interpreted as the supports for a timber-work defence around the perimeter 
of Eilean Mor, part of the same scheme as the gatehouse excavated in trench 18. This 
is structure 7.2. 
 
Several stake-holes, generally with a diameter of less than 20cm and some with a 
pointed base, have been assigned to structure 7.3. At least some of these stake-holes, 
particular a linear arrangement of five closely spaced ones – 7074, 7067, 7072, 7068 
and 7070 – may be the remains of a wattle fence. 
 
STRUCTURE 7.1  
The foundation trench of building V also cuts into a bank underlying the midden, 
stratigraphically earlier than structures 7.2 and 7.3. This bank [7034] is of silty sand, 
apparently derived from turves. It runs approximately N-S and in its summit are four 
post-holes, 7049, 7038, 7037 and 7044. They have a diameter of 20cm or more and a 
depth of at least 12cm. To the E of the bank a sandy clay floor or surface [7030] with 
patches of burning - peat ash, charcoal and calcined bone - was partially exposed in a 
narrow sondage extending to the E end of the trench. It lies on top of natural sand 
and stones. Bank 7034 and surface 7030 are together interpreted as the remains of 
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structure 7.1, perhaps a turf and timber-walled house of similar date to structure V.1 
or V.2. Surface 7030 is at approximately the same level as the floor [7028] of V.1. 
Included in the make-up of the wall of this structure was a copper alloy musical 
instrument peg (SF 7272) of medieval date. 
 
Illus 94 Trench 7 section (S facing internal baulk in E half of trench). 
 
STRUCTURE W 
The RCAHMS plan of Eilean Mor depicts a small, turf-banked, enclosure (W) in the 
corner of the larger enclosure. Lazy-beds extend from the main enclosure into the 
interior of W, piercing its banks. The W bank of W [7009] as excavated in trench 7 
appeared as a low, denuded mound of turfy material, at most 1.8m wide and only 
0.25m in height. It was piled on top of 7042, the upper element in structure 7.2. To 
the W of it is a stoney hollow [7016, 7022], created by a combination of slope wash, 
and trampling feet making their way to the shore and structure X. To the E of it is 
more stone tumble [7087], and clipped right at the end of the trench, part of a lazy-
bed, sorted into two horizons, with a silty soil [7015] containing sherds of pottery, etc, 
overlying 7043, a more solid, dark brown, sandy silt – that is an A and B horizon 
respectively. 
 
INTERPRETATION 
Structures V.1 and V.2 are probably medieval in date, perhaps as early as the 12th 
century in the case of V.2, the 13th century in the case of V.1. Both appear likely to 
be the fragmentary remains of houses with some of the post-holes assigned to V.1 
perhaps belonging to an otherwise unattested structure of later date.  
 
Although no direct stratigraphic link was established we suggest that structure 7.1 is 
of similar date to either V.1 or V.2. It also seems best to interpret it as the 
fragmentary remains of a house, but in this case it is clearly of earlier date than 7.2, 
identified as part of the timber-work defences of the island assigned on evidence from 
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other trenches to the 12th or 13th century. On the other hand, the recovery of the 
musical instrument peg, which is not thought likely to date any earlier than the 12th 
century, and a sherd of reduiced gritty ware from the wall of 7.1, seems to place this 
structure in a reasonably tight period of time. 
 
The interpretation of structure 7.1 as a house superseded by, perhaps swept away for 
7.2, the timber-work defence of the 12th or 13th century, is a tantalising glimpse of 
occupation of the island soon before it was turned into a castle. Structure V.2 must 
similarly have been removed or flattened to make way for the timber-work. This 
defence was possibly replaced by a wattle fence (7.3), perhaps at the same time as the 
palisade superseded the gatehouse in trenches 3 and 18. The timbers of both had 
gone, their supporting bank been flattened and a midden allowed to accumulate over 
the top by the time building V was erected, prior to the end of the 15th century on the 
basis of coin evidence. Building V may have been a sophisticated, timber-framed 
house.  
 
Building U.1 possibly partly overlies the ruins of building V. No evidence was found to 
date it, or building U which was constructed on its ruins, but these two dry-stone, 
sub-rectangular houses compare with others on the island believed to belong to the 
16th century. 
 
The enclosure W, formed on its E and S sides from the bank of the timber-work and 
on the E by a new turf bank, may have been used as a garden or pen for animals. It 
post-dates the timber-work defence but had lazy-beds dug through it, possibly in the 
16th century.  
 
TRENCH 7       
        
Context  Description  Interpretation  
7002  
stones, earth 
bonded  revetment, str V  
7003  stones, dry bonded  wall, str U.1  
7004  clayey silt, stones  
wall, str 
V   
7005  
stones, earth 
bonded  revetment, str V  
7006  clayey silt, stones  
wall, str 
V   
7007  
peaty 
silt   midden, associated with str V 
7008  
stones, earth 
bonded  revetment, str V  
7009  dark brown soil  bank, str W  
7010  clayey   slope wash in str V  
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silt 
7011  stones   tumble   
7014  stones   tumble   
7015  silty soil   lazy-bed, upper horizon 
7016  clay silt   path to str X   
7017  gravel, clay silt  midden, associated with str V 
7018  stones   tumble from str U  
7019  stones, dry bonded  
wall, str 
U   
7020  
clay, charcoal 
flecks  floor, str U.1  
7022  gravel, stones, etc  path to str X   
7026  
humic 
soil   build-up in ruin of str V 
7027  
humic 
soil   collapsed debris, str V 
7028  
pink 
clay   floor, str V.1  
7029  
sandy 
silt   bank, str 7.2  
7030  sandy clay, ash,etc  floor, str 7.1  
7033  gravel   
fill of foundation trench of str 
V 
7034  
silty 
sand   turf wall of str 7.1  
7035  sandy clay  walls of str V  
7037  cut   post-hole, str 7.1  
7038  cut   post-hole, str 7.1  
7042  
gritty 
clay   upper bank, str 7.2  
7043  
sandy 
silt   lazy-bed, lower horizon 
7044  cut   post-hole, str 7.1  
7045  cut   post-hole, str 7.2  
7046  cut   post-hole, str 7.2  
7047  cut   post-hole, str 7.2  
7048  cut   stake-hole, str 7.3  
7049  cut   post-hole, str 7.1  
7050  cut   stake-hole, str 7.3  
7051  cut   post-hole, str 7.2  
7052  cut   stake-hole, str 7.3  
7054  cut   stake-hole, str 7.3  
7057  cut   post-hole, str 7.2  
7060  cut   post-hole, str 7.2  
7062  cut   stake-hole, str 7.3  
7064  cut   stake-hole, str 7.2 (?) 
7066  cut   post-hole, str 7.2  
7067  cut   stake-hole, str 7.3  
7068  cut   stake-hole, str 7.3  
7070  cut   stake-hole, str 7.3  
7072  cut   stake-hole, str 7.3  
7074  cut   stake-hole, str 7.3  
7077  cut   post-hole, str 7.2  
7078  cut   stake-hole, str 7.3  
7080  cut   post-   
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hole 
7082  cut   stake-hole, str 7.3  
7084  stones   post-pad, str V  
7086  cut   pit, str V.1  
7087  stones   tumble in str W  
7088  ashy silt   
fill of 
7086   
7089  
silty 
clay   
fill of 
7090   
7090  cut   post-hole, str V.1  
7091  organic silt  
fill of 
7086   
7093  cut   post-hole, str V  
7094  gravelly clay  
fill of 
7086   
7095  clay silt   
fill of 
7096   
7096  cut   edge of str V.2  
7098  silty gravel  
fill of 
7099   
7099  cut   wall or fence slot, str V.1 
7104  cut   beam-slot, str V  
7106  silt with clay and charcoal 
fill of 
7107   
7107  cut   post-hole, str V.1  
7108  cut   post-hole, str V.1  
7109  silt with clay and charcoal 
fill of 
7110   
7110  cut   post-hole, str V.1  
7111  clay silt   
fill of 
7110   
7112  
clayey 
silt   fill of 7113-15  
7113  cut   stake-hole, str V.1  
7114  cut   post-hole, str V.1  
7115  cut   post-hole, str V.1  
7116  ash   hearth, str V.1  
7117  sandy clay  wall, str V.1  
7118  clay   
floor deposit, str 
V.1  
7135  stones   path to str U.1  
 
 
